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Multiple studies comparing remote usability testing to traditional laboratory 
testing indicate that both methods yield similar results. Now that confidence in the value 
of remote usability studies has been established, the human factors community would 
benefit from a comparison of remote testing methodologies in order to identify their 
advantages and disadvantages. The study compares instant messaging (IM) and telephone 
communication when used for synchronous remote usability evaluations. No significant 
differences were found for task completion status, task completion time, or questionnaire 
results. Significant differences were found between total word counts per participant. 
Average word counts for telephone usability tests were nearly five times that of IM 
usability tests. Overall, the telephone condition yielded more favorable results and richer 
feedback than the IM testing condition. Results from this study suggest that telephone 
communication is more effective than IM when used for synchronous remote usability 
evaluations.  
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Introduction 
Traditional laboratory approaches for testing the usability of Web sites and 
software are often prohibitive due to time, distance, and cost factors. Representative users 
may have obligations that prevent them from traveling to the laboratory facility or 
committing a significant amount of time to usability testing. These issues are even more 
complicated when representative users reside in distant locations or foreign countries. In 
addition to participant travel expenses, substantial costs may be associated with 
establishing and maintaining a dedicated usability lab.  
To avoid the disadvantages of laboratory testing, usability practitioners are 
increasingly interested in remote evaluation methods. Remote evaluation can be 
described as “usability evaluation wherein the evaluator, performing observation and 
analysis, is separated in space and/or time from the user” (Hartson, Castillo, Kelso, & 
Neale, 1996). Benefits of remote usability testing include monetary savings, the 
opportunity to recruit users without geographic restrictions, convenient test scheduling 
for participants, and the ability to evaluate users in their natural environment. 
Remote usability evaluations can be classified as synchronous or asynchronous. 
In asynchronous studies, the evaluator and participant are situated in separate locations 
and do not communicate in real-time. Examples of this type of evaluation method include 
automated data collection and participant-initiated feedback tools (Castillo, Hartson & 
Hix, 1998; Millen, 1999). The evaluator and participant are also located in separate sites 
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during synchronous remote evaluations. However, both parties utilize real-time screen 
sharing and communication tools. Because synchronous usability evaluations permit live 
communication between the evaluator and participant, they more closely mimic 
traditional lab studies than asynchronous studies do. 
Few studies have compared the effectiveness of synchronous remote evaluation to 
traditional lab testing (Bernheim Brush, Ames, & Davis, 2004; Hartson et al., 1996; 
McFadden, Hagar, Elie, & Blackwell, 2002; Tullis, Fleischman, McNulty, Cianchette, & 
Gergel, 2002). Results from these investigations indicate that both synchronous remote 
testing and lab testing methods yield very similar results.  Now that confidence in the 
value of remote usability studies has been established, the human factors community 
would benefit from a comparison of various types of remote usability testing in order to 
identify advantages and disadvantages of each. Currently, only a single study has 
compared two remote testing conditions and found no significant differences in the 
number of usability problems discovered (Dunckley, Rapanotti, & Hall, 2002).  
The purpose of this study is to investigate the relative effectiveness of two 
synchronous remote evaluation communication methods:  instant messaging and 
telephone. The telephone is commonplace in our society and chat or instant messaging 
(IM) technology is also becoming familiar to an ever-increasing percentage of computer 
users in the U.S. According to a Pew Internet & American Life report, more than four in 
ten Americans have experience with instant messaging (Shui, 2004). This study will 
utilize IM and telephone communication because they are easily accessible to a wide 
audience and permit synchronous contact between the evaluator and the participant. 
Researchers have commonly utilized the telephone for remote usability studies, but have 
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neglected to investigate the use of IM. IM technologies offer the benefit of automatically 
transcribed test sessions and a more anonymous experience for the participant, which 
may yield more candid feedback (Bordia, 1997). In contrast, telephone communication 
allows a researcher to infer emotions via the user’s voice and requires less typing effort 
on the part of the user.  
This study will expand the body of knowledge pertaining to remote usability 
testing, which is becoming increasingly popular in both corporate and non-profit 
environments. In particular, this study will examine outcomes for each condition 
including success and failure rates for assigned tasks, time measurements, and difficulties 
encountered by users and the observer. Identifying which remote testing methodologies 
are most effective will assist usability practitioners in efficiently providing an optimal 
experience for the end-user. 
Background 
Advancements in video conferencing, collaboration software and application 
sharing tools have allowed usability testing to expand beyond the traditional lab setting. 
Participants and observers are no longer required to be situated in the same physical 
location, removing geographic recruiting restrictions. As a result, representative users, 
who may not reside locally, may participate in an evaluation without incurring additional 
travel time and costs. Eliminating the need to travel to a testing site makes scheduling 
more convenient for participants.  In addition, allowing users to interact with their own 
computer system in a typical work or home environment may elicit more realistic 
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feedback than an artificial lab setting. Remote usability testing also reduces expenses by 
removing the need to maintain a dedicated lab. 
 In spite of the benefits offered by remote usability testing, it is not without its 
disadvantages. Although participants are located in a more realistic environment, it is also 
an uncontrolled environment. The researcher cannot prevent everyday interruptions such 
as phone calls, e-mail, and external noise. Technical difficulties provide additional 
challenges to the remote usability practitioner. Evaluations using real-time Web 
conferencing tools, such as Microsoft NetMeeting, require a high speed Internet 
connection. Most business networks and some home networks with high speed Internet 
connections utilize firewalls, which can complicate and often prevent external Web 
conferencing (Perkins, 2001).  
One of the greatest disadvantages to remote usability testing is the inability to 
observe a user’s non-verbal cues. Physical indications of frustration, confusion, or 
pleasure are absent without the use of a camera or face-to-face interaction. Verbal 
emotional cues, however, are available when telephone communication is included in the 
remote testing methodology. The absence of non-verbal communication makes it 
especially necessary for participants to be encouraged to think aloud and for researchers 
to probe for additional information (Bartek & Cheatham, 2003).  
 This investigation will focus on synchronous remote testing. Asynchronous 
remote evaluations, such as user-reported critical incidents or automated usage tracking, 
are useful for obtaining quantitative data. Asynchronous evaluations are often used in 
conjunction with other lab methods, but do not provide enough additional qualitative data 
to be used in place of traditional lab testing. Synchronous evaluations, on the other hand, 
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are more similar to traditional lab testing since the researcher and participants 
communicate in real-time. Though communication is electronically mediated, rather than 
face-to-face, remote testing “offers a means to get qualitative information similar to lab 
tests but with greater speed and access to more diverse participants” (Perkins, 2001, p. 
154). 
 Four studies comparing traditional and remote usability testing have conclusively 
found that both methods yield similar results. The earliest of these studies, conducted by 
Hartson et al. in 1996, was a between-subjects comparison of synchronous remote and 
lab usability testing. A total of eight participants were asked to complete five tasks and a 
questionnaire pertaining to the Kodak Web site. Four subjects were observed in a typical 
usability lab, while four other subjects were tested remotely. The remote condition 
consisted of a researcher and subject who communicated via telephone and video 
conferencing. It should be noted that each party was located in a different state, resulting 
in a realistic remote scenario. Hartson et al. found no significant differences in the 
number of usability problems found or questionnaire responses between the two 
conditions. 
A 2004 investigation of urban planning software using various usability 
evaluation methods was conducted by Bernheim Brush et al. Eight participants 
experienced both a traditional usability lab test and a synchronous remote usability test 
condition. The remote scenario consisted of telephone communication and screen sharing 
software. However, it should be noted that the remote condition consisted of the 
researcher and participant being located on the same network in the same building. 
Consistent with Hartson’s results, the researchers found no significant differences in the 
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number, type, or severity of usability issues found. Because this was a within-subjects 
test, participants could comment on their preferred testing condition. Overall, users 
indicated more satisfaction with the convenience of the remote condition. 
Two case studies by McFadden et al. (2002) support the conclusion that remote 
usability testing is a viable option to traditional approaches. The remote methodology in 
both case studies consisted of Microsoft NetMeeting and telephone communication. An 
e-mail client interface was investigated in the first case study. Results from the between-
subjects study of 22 participants indicated no significant differences in number of critical 
errors found or time on task. In case study two, 24 participants were asked to perform 
tasks pertaining to financial software. This between-subjects study also did not find any 
significant differences for the number of critical errors found.  A significant difference, 
however, was detected for time on task. The researchers proposed that time on task may 
be compromised during remote evaluations due to slow network performance. 
In contrast to the three studies above, which compared synchronous remote 
testing and lab testing, Tullis et al. (2002) compared asynchronous remote testing and lab 
testing. In the between-subjects study, participants were assigned to a lab condition or 
asynchronous remote condition, which consisted of a self-administered Web-based 
system. All subjects were asked to perform tasks pertaining to an employee benefits Web 
site. Time on task and task completion status (pass/fail) were similar across the remote 
and lab conditions.  The researchers noted that the “behavior of test users is strikingly 
similar” in both conditions, particularly the richness of comments provided by subjects.  
While the four studies reviewed above provide evidence that similar results may 
be obtained from lab and remote testing, only one study comparing two remote testing 
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methodologies could be located. In 2002, Dunckley et al. performed synchronous remote 
usability testing of a tutoring software program using Lyceum, a real-time voice-based 
conference tool, and Microsoft NetMeeting. While NetMeeting offers the benefit of 
desktop sharing, Lyceum relies on a set of basic collaborative communication tools. This 
study did not include a realistic remote testing scenario, since the researcher and 
participant were located in different rooms within the same building and connected to a 
shared network.  Results from the study by Dunkley et al. are similar to results obtained 
from comparisons of remote and lab testing. There were no significant differences in the 
number of usability problems found using Lyceum or NetMeeting. 
The human factors and usability community would benefit from additional 
investigations comparing various remote testing methodologies. This research area is a 
natural progression due to two factors. First, multiple studies have already established the 
effectiveness of remote usability evaluations as compared to traditional lab methods. 
Second, remote testing offers numerous benefits including time and cost savings over lab 
methods. This study will help fill this research need by comparing results obtained from 
remote usability testing using two different communication modes – telephone and IM. 
Remote usability testing via telephone is standard practice. With the increasing popularity 
of IM it would be interesting to see how this communication medium performs in remote 
usability testing. 
IM offers potential benefits not provided by telephone communication including 
automatic transcription and greater participant anonymity. Telephone conversations from 
usability tests can be tedious, time consuming, and impractical to transcribe. In the end, 
researchers tend to rely on their own memory of a test session rather than a full transcript 
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when summarizing results. Computer mediated communication, a category under which 
IM falls, creates a higher incidence of uninhibited behavior, which could be beneficial in 
usability testing (Bordia, 1997; Bos, Olson, Gergle, Olson, & Wright, 2002).  
Potential drawbacks of IM communication in usability testing include difficulties 
in establishing trust and rapport with subjects along with the inability to observe verbal 
cues that are intrinsic to telephone conversations. In their summary of literature 
pertaining to computer mediated communication, Bos et al. (2002) point out “that it can 
be more difficult to develop trust in an online setting than face-to-face” (p. 135). 
Computer mediated communication delays the creation of trust because nonverbal cues 
about another’s trustworthiness (including body language, facial expressions, and voice 
inflections) cannot be observed.   
Method 
 A single factor, between-subjects design consisting of eight subjects was 
employed for this investigation. Four participants were assigned to a telephone-based 
usability test condition. The other four participants were assigned to an IM-based 
usability test condition. Each of the participants completed ten identical tasks pertaining 
to two film-related Web sites. The researcher recorded the participants’ screen activities 
during the session. Depending on the assigned condition, IM or telephone conversations 
were also recorded. One evaluator conducted testing sessions with all eight participants. 
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Participants 
 
Eight participants took part in this study. The final experimental group consisted of a 
convenience sample of three females and five males ranging in age from 20 to 45 with a 
mean age of 31.  
A recruitment request was posted to the School of Information and Library Science 
student listserv at The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (Appendix A). 
Recipients of the message were asked to recommend a participant outside of the school’s 
community who met the following inclusion criteria: 
• At least 18 years old 
• Ability to communicate via telephone and use a keyboard 
• Familiarity with basic Internet navigation 
• Access to high speed Internet (allows for concurrent telephone and Internet usage) 
• Access to a computer with system requirements to install Microsoft NetMeeting 
(NetMeeting is installed by default on Windows XP) 
• Comfortable with the researcher recording screen movements and instant 
messaging dialogue or telephone conversations during the study 
• Minimum computer specifications: 90 Mhz Pentium processor, 16 MB of RAM 
for Microsoft Windows 95, 98, or Me, Microsoft Internet Explorer 4.01 or later 
4 MB free hard disk space  
 Before agreeing to participate, potential subjects were asked to read additional 
information pertaining to the study’s purpose and procedures (Appendix B). Interested 
individuals could then schedule a time slot with the researcher. Recommenders who 
supplied the first eight eligible participants who scheduled a session with the researcher 
received a free movie pass. Each participant received a $15 amazon.com gift certificate in 
return for their time and assistance. 
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Experiment design 
 
A single factor between-subjects design was used. Each of the eight participants 
was randomly assigned to one of two conditions: telephone-based remote usability testing 
or IM-based remote usability testing. Regardless of condition, all participants completed 
the same ten tasks. Five of the tasks pertained to the Internet Movie Database 
(www.imdb.com) and five tasks of similar difficulty level pertained to The Open Video 
Project (www.open-video.org). All tasks and an accompanying questionnaire were posted 
online for easy accessibility. 
Two film-related Web sites were incorporated into the experimental design to 
reduce the influence of any one particular Web site on the results. The same tasks were 
used across both conditions to allow for a more equal comparison of the results. The 
order of use of the two Web sites was counter-balanced within each treatment group.  
Software 
 
Microsoft NetMeeting (http://www.microsoft.com/windows/netmeeting/) and 
Hyperionic HyperCam (http://www.hyperionics.com/hc/) were installed on the 
researcher’s computer. These tools were chosen because they may be downloaded for 
free and are easy to install. NetMeeting, a Web conferencing tool, provides IM and 
screen-sharing capabilities and has proven successful for other remote usability studies 
(Dunckley et al., 2002; McFadden et al., 2002).  
Participants using Microsoft Windows 2000 or XP do not have to install 
NetMeeting since it is included by default in the operating system. NetMeeting must be 
running on both the researcher’s and participant’s computers to allow for real-time 
communication, including IM and desktop sharing capabilities. NetMeeting has the 
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ability to record and transmit sound via an internal or connected microphone and 
speakers. This feature was not utilized since most participants’ computers did not include 
these devices. Instead, voice communication was recorded over the telephone with a tape 
recorder connected to a simple and inexpensive pickup mechanism. 
While NetMeeting facilitates desktop screen sharing, it does not include a 
recording capability. As a result, HyperCam was installed on the researcher’s computer. 
After a participant uses NetMeeting to share their desktop, the researcher can digitally 
record screen activity with HyperCam. A free version of the software is available for 
download and an upgraded version may be purchased for a small license fee. The only 
caveat with this software is that screen resolution must not exceed 1024 x 768.  
Experiment procedure 
Procedures common to both conditions 
The researcher telephoned each participant at the beginning of their scheduled 
session to assist with set-up, which generally took about 10 minutes. It was also essential 
to reiterate to participants that their screen movements and any IM or phone conversation 
occurring during the session would be recorded. At this point, the individual verbally 
consented or declined to participate in the study.  
Participants were informed that the purpose of usability testing is to assess 
whether a design is easy to use and not a test of an individual’s skills. Subjects were 
asked to ‘think-aloud’ throughout the session to reveal their thought processes with the 
researcher.  The researcher’s communication was limited to requesting clarification when 
necessary and answering participants’ questions.  Otherwise, only simple utterances 
conveying recognition, such as ‘Yes’ and ‘Uh-huh’ were permitted.  Participants were 
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directed to step through the tasks in the order given and share their answer with the 
researcher before moving to the next task. If an answer could not be found, participants 
were permitted to move on to the next task.  
Next, the researcher assisted the participant in starting NetMeeting. The 
participant was instructed to identify their Internet protocol (IP) address by visiting 
http://www.ipaddress.com. This IP address was used to establish remote connectivity 
with NetMeeting. After establishing a connection, the researcher introduced 
NetMeeting’s screen sharing and IM capabilities and sent a URL via IM, which pointed 
to the tasks (Appendix C) and questionnaire (Appendix D). Sharing the tasks and 
questionnaire with participants at the beginning of the session ensured that they had not 
been previously viewed. Based on the assigned condition, the session continued with one 
of the two following additional procedures. 
Additional procedures specific to IM  condition 
 After completing the common procedures and sending the task URL via 
NetMeeting, the researcher ended telephone conversation with participants assigned to 
the IM condition. All communication from this point on relied solely on NetMeeting’s 
IM capability. Following completion of the ten tasks, the researcher sent an instant 
message thanking the subject for their participation and reminding them to complete the 
questionnaire. In order to ensure privacy for the participant while completing the 
questionnaire, it was necessary to disconnect NetMeeting’s screen sharing capability after 
task completion. 
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Additional procedures specific to telephone condition 
After completing the common procedures and sending the task URL via 
NetMeeting, the researcher and participant communicated exclusively by telephone. 
Following completion of the ten tasks, the researcher verbally thanked the subject for 
their participation and reminded them to complete the questionnaire. In order to ensure 
privacy for the participant while completing the questionnaire, it was necessary to 
disconnect NetMeeting’s screen sharing capability after task completion. 
Results 
 Results were analyzed from two perspectives: across the eight participants and 
across the 80 completed tasks. Task completion status (pass/fail), task completion times, 
and questionnaire ratings are of interest across participants, while relationships between 
condition and task completion status are of interest across tasks.  
Each task was assigned a completion status of pass or fail. Tasks were marked as 
failed if the participant reported that an answer could not be found or if an incorrect 
answer was given. Table 1 shows the average number of tasks with a pass or fail status 
across both testing conditions. The phone condition resulted in roughly one additional 
passed task and one less failed task than the IM condition. However, a t-test did not 
indicate that this difference was statistically significant (p=.190). A chi-square test across 
all 80 tasks also did not indicate any significant relationship between task completion 
status and condition (p=.176). 
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Table 1. Average number of passed and failed tasks per participant, across conditions  
(10 tasks for each of the 8 participants)  
Task completion status IM Telephone 
Average number of tasks passed 
  
8.25 
SD= .957 
9.25 
SD=.957 
Average number of tasks failed 
  
          1.75 
SD= .957 
.75 
SD=.957 
 
 Individual task times and total session times were also analyzed as shown in  
table 2. Set-up time is not included in the total session time. Tasks taking more than five 
minutes to complete were treated as outliers and analyzed as missing data. There was 
only one outlier occurrence across the 80 tasks. IM tasks took an average of 30 seconds 
longer to complete than tasks in the telephone condition. As a result, the average total 
session time was also longer for the IM condition. However, this difference was not 
statistically significant (p=.125).  
Table 2. Average time per task and average total session time across conditions 
Completion times IM Telephone 
Average time per task (seconds) 
  
103 
SD=28 
74 
SD=15 
Average total session time (seconds) 
  
1027 
SD=282 
742 
SD=150 
 
 Questionnaire ratings also showed no significant differences between conditions. 
As shown in table 3, all participants rated each question at the most positive end of the 
spectrum. The exception is the question regarding ‘thinking aloud’. Although participants 
found it easier on average to remember to ‘think aloud’ during the telephone condition, 
this difference was not statistically significant (p=.494).  
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Table 3. Average questionnaire responses across conditions 
Questionnaire item IM Telephone 
How comfortable were you while 
communicating with the evaluator 
during this study? 
 (1=very uncomfortable, 5=very 
comfortable) 
5 5 
How convenient was this usability study 
for you in terms of time spent and setup? 
 (1=very inconvenient, 5=very 
convenient) 
5 5 
How easy was it to remember to keep 
‘thinking aloud’ during this study? 
(1=very difficult, 5=very easy) 
3.0 
SD=1.8 
3.75 
SD=1.0 
How willing would you be to do a 
usability study of this kind in the future? 
(1=very unwilling, 5=very willing) 
5 5 
 
A transcript was created to document each test session. IM session dialogues can 
easily be saved, resulting in automatic and instant transcriptions. Telephone 
conversations, however, had to be manually transcribed. Word counts of the participants’ 
communication (excluding filler words such as ‘um’ and ‘hmm’) were tallied. A t-test 
indicated a significant difference (p=.002) between word counts for the two conditions. 
At an average of 767 words, more utterances were collected from participants 
communicating via telephone. IM subjects typed an average of 158 words per session, 
less than a fifth of the telephone condition. Averages and ranges are shown in figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Word count across conditions. Average IM word count of 158 (SD=32). 
Telephone word count of 767 (SD=237). 
 
Although the primary purpose of this study was to compare two remote usability 
testing methodologies, it is important to share the major observations and usability issues 
found for each Web site. Four major usability problems were discovered in The Internet 
Movie Database (Appendix E) and three major usability issues were found in The Open 
Video Project (Appendix F). Three of the seven usability issues were encountered by the 
same number of participants in both conditions. Across both conditions, these seven 
usability issues were encountered in a total of 19 incidents. At a total of 11 incidents, the 
telephone condition exposed slightly more usability incidents than the IM condition did.  
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Discussion 
The intention of this study was to compare IM and telephone communication 
when used for synchronous remote usability evaluations. No significant differences were 
found for task completion status, task completion time, or questionnaire results. Although 
the results were not significant, the IM testing condition generally yielded less favorable 
results than the telephone condition. Subjects communicating with IM had slightly fewer 
successes and more failures across tasks. In addition, IM participants spent more time per 
task and more time in the session overall. 
Responses to the questionnaire item, ‘How easy was it to remember to keep 
‘thinking aloud’ during this study?’ were less favorable for those in the IM condition. 
One IM participant expressed concern in the survey’s open-ended question that he was 
not thinking aloud enough. Subjects in the IM condition frequently switch their focus 
from the mouse and monitor while performing tasks to the keyboard and monitor while 
sharing thoughts through IM.  This persistent shift in focus may have provided too much 
stimuli to allow participants to think aloud. When speaking on the telephone, however, 
the work flow is not interrupted since an individual may communicate vocally while 
simultaneously completing tasks.  
The only statistically significant result from the study was the total word count 
per participant. Average word counts for telephone usability tests are nearly five times 
that of IM tests. From the researcher’s point of view, the additional words from the 
telephone communication provided richer feedback. Those communicating with IM were 
more concerned with providing an answer to the researcher and moving to the next task, 
rather than sharing their thought process while completing the tasks. Several times, 
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comments and questions from the researcher were ignored by the IM participants who 
were completely focused on the task at hand. When they returned to the chat window, 
any comments added since they last viewed the window were often ignored. This 
communication pattern is interesting considering that each IM participant reported that 
they use the technology on a daily basis. A suggestion for those who wish to implement 
IM based usability testing is to use a chat window that draws attention to it or becomes 
the active window when new commentary has been sent. 
 A total of seven major usability issues were found across both Web sites included 
in the usability tests. Three of these seven usability problems were experienced by 
participants in both conditions. Interestingly, the telephone condition exposed three more 
usability incidents than the IM condition did. This could be due to the fact that word 
counts per participant were higher in the telephone condition. Richer communication 
from the participant provided more opportunities for usability issues to be shared with the 
researcher. In addition, participants in the telephone condition were less task-driven than 
those in the IM condition and were more inclined to explore the Web sites during while 
performing tasks. Exploration of a Web site increases the potential for a user to encounter 
usability problems.  
Difficulties encountered during the remote usability tests included firewall issues, 
connection drops, and resolution conflicts. Attempts to connect with subjects using 
routers were not successful. Three additional participants could not participate in the 
study due to router related issues encountered during set-up. An exception to this was a 
participant who was employed as a system operations engineer. He was aware of 
particular port number modifications needed to allow the router to communicate with 
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NetMeeting. The researcher chose not to ask other participants to make these tedious 
modifications. Fortunately, all individuals were located at home during the scheduled 
session so corporate firewalls were not an issue. A total of three connection drops, two 
occurring during one session, were encountered. This probably affected this participant’s 
task time and total session time.  Finally, three participants were asked to reduce their 
screen resolution to allow the researcher to record the entire screen with HyperCam. If a 
subject is accustomed to a drastically higher resolution, task performance and session 
experiences may be greatly modified, nullifying the remote testing benefit of a realistic 
technical environment. 
Though the results are not statistically significant, telephone usability testing may 
provide richer comments, faster task completion times, and more successfully completed 
tasks than remote usability testing with IM. It was anticipated that subjects in the IM 
condition might provide more candid feedback. However, individuals provided minimal 
comments via IM and were very task-driven. Based on this finding, IM may be preferable 
to telephone remote evaluations for usability investigations which focus on quantitative 
data collection, such as time on task. Another use for IM remote usability testing would 
be in instances when an easily obtained session transcript is of utmost importance. It is 
also important to note that, as experience with IM increases in the coming years, so might 
the effectiveness of remote usability testing using IM. 
Several studies have indicated the effectiveness of remote usability testing 
compared to traditional lab testing. Now that this information has been established and 
the popularity of remote testing has increased, this study takes the next step of comparing 
IM and the telephone as two communication channels for remote usability testing. 
 21
Although this study resulted in slightly shorter testing times and richer comments for 
telephone-based remote usability testing, there may be instances in which IM 
communication is preferred. Hopefully, other researchers will be able to further explore 
and compare various communication technologies, which will enhance synchronous 
remote usability evaluations. 
 22
References 
 
Bartek, V., & Cheatham, D. (2003). Experience remote usability testing, Part 1.  
Retrieved August 15, 2004 from IBM developerWorks:  
http://www-106.ibm.com/developerworks/web/library/wa-rmusts1/ 
 
Bernheim Brush, A.J., Ames, M., & Davis, J. (2004). A comparison of synchronous 
remote and local usability studies for an expert interface. Conference on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems Extended Abstracts 2004. New York: ACM, 1179-
1182. 
 
Bordia, P. (1997). Face-to-face versus computer-mediated communication: A synthesis of 
experimental literature. Journal of Business Communications, 34(1), 99-120. 
 
Bos, N.D., Olson, J.S., Gergle, D., Olson, G.M., & Wright, Z. (2002). Confidence and 
trust: Effects of four computer-mediated channels on trust development. In 
Proceedings of CHI 2002 Conference on Human Factors in Computer Science. New 
York: ACM, 135-140. 
 
Castillo, J.C., Hartson, H.R., & Hix, D. (1998). Remote usability evaluation: Can users 
report their own critical incidents? In Proceedings of CHI 1998 Conference on 
Human Factors in Computer Science, New York: ACM, 253-254. 
 
Dray, S., & Siegel, D. (2004). Remote possibilities? International usability testing at a 
distance. Interactions, 11(2), 10-17. 
 
Dumas, J.S., &  Redish, J.C. (1993). A practical guide to usability testing. Norwood, HJ: 
Ablex. 
 
Dunckley, L., Rapanotti, L., & Hall, J. (2002). Extending low-cost remote evaluation 
with synchronous communication. In Faulkner, X., Finlay, J., & Detienne, F. (Eds.), 
People and Computers XVI, Proceedings of HCI 2002, 105-120. 
 
Hartson, H.R., Castillo, J.C., Kelso, J., &  Neale, W.C. (1996).  Remote evaluation: The 
network as an extension of the usability laboratory. In Proceedings of CHI 1996 
Conference on Human Factors in Computer Science, New York: ACM, 228-235.
 23
Hyperionic HyperCam. http://www.hyperionics.com/hc/ 
 
Internet Movie Database. http://www.imdb.com 
 
IP Address Lookup. http://www.ipaddress.com 
 
Krauss, F.S.H. (2003). Methodology for remote usability activities: A case study. IBM 
Systems Journal, 42(4), 582-593. 
 
McFadden, E., Hagar, D.R., Elie, C.J., & Blackwell, J.M. (2002). Remote usability 
evaluation: Overview and case studies. International Journal of Human-Computer 
Interaction, 14(3&4), 489-502. 
 
Microsoft NetMeeting. http://www.microsoft.com/windows/netmeeting 
 
Millen, D.R. (1999). Remote usability evaluation: User participation in the design of a  
      Web-based email service. ACM SIGGROUP Bulletin, 20(1), 40-44. 
 
Open Video Project. http://www.open-video.org 
 
Perkins, R. (2001). Remote usability evaluation over the Internet. In R. Branaghan (Ed.),  
Essays on usability (pp. 153-161). Usability Professional's Association. 
 
Ratner, J. (2002). Learning about the user experience on the web with the phone  
usability method. In J. Ratner, Human factors and Web development (2nd ed., pp.123-
144). Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Shui, E. (2004). How Americans use instant messaging. Retrieved December 5, 2004,  
      from Pew Internet & American Life Project:      
      http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/133/report_display.asp 
 
Survey Monkey. http://www.surveymonkey.com 
 
Tullis, T., Fleischman, S., McNulty, M., Cianchette, C., & Gergel, M. (2002). An  
empirical comparison of lab and remote usability testing of Web sites. In Proceedings 
of Usability Professionals Association Conference, July 2002.
 24
Appendix A – Recruiting email 
Would anyone you know outside of the SILS community be interested in participating in 
a 45 minute usability study? If so, please forward this message to a friend or family 
member. If this person would like to participate in a usability study, meets the criteria 
below, and contacts me via e-mail you will receive one movie pass to Southpoint 
Cinemas. This offer ends after eight eligible participants are recruited! 
I will be conducting two different types of remote usability testing as part of my master’s 
paper in Information Science and am looking for eight participants. Each subject may 
participate from any geographic location in the United States and will receive a $15 
amazon.com gift certificate for participating.  
Each participant must meet the following criteria: 
• At least 18 years old 
• Ability to communicate via telephone and use a keyboard 
• Familiarity with basic Internet navigation 
• Access to high speed Internet (allows for concurrent telephone and Internet usage) 
• Access to a computer with system requirements to install Microsoft NetMeeting 
(NetMeeting is installed by default on Windows XP) 
• Comfortable with the researcher recording screen movements and instant 
messaging dialogue or telephone conversations during the study 
• Minimum computer specifications: 90 Mhz Pentium processor, 16 MB of RAM 
for Microsoft Windows 95, 98, or Me, Microsoft Internet Explorer 4.01 or later 
4 MB free hard disk space  
Please let me know if you have any questions and thanks for your attention! 
 
April Edlin 
edlin@email.unc.edu 
Information Science Masters Candidate  
School of Information and Library Science 
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
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Appendix B – Study overview 
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Appendix C - Tasks 
Tasks were posted online using SurveyMonkey’s web survey tool 
(http://www.surveymonkey.com) 
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Appendix D - Questionnaire 
Questionnaire was posted online using SurveyMonkey’s web survey tool 
(http://www.surveymonkey.com). Survey Monkey automatically collects individual 
responses and consolidates questionnaire results. 
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Appendix E – Major usability issues found and incident counts 
per condition (www.imdb.com) 
The Internet Movie Database usability issues  Telephone 
condition 
IM 
condition 
Users relied on Windows ‘Find’ feature (Ctrl + F) to search 
a set of search results. This may be an indicator that direct 
hits are not displayed prominently or too many search 
results are being returned. 
4 1 
When searching for Harrison Ford’s height, some users 
chose to limit their search to biographies. Using the 
biography limit placed Harrison Ford as the 17th hit in the 
search results. Harrison Ford was the direct hit when a 
general or people search limit was chosen. Improvements to 
the biography search are greatly needed. 
1 1 
Several participants were enticed to click a link for IMDB 
Professional. They were disappointed to discover that this 
link led to an advertisement for an upgrade feature. 
Disguising advertising as informational links may lead users 
to question the motives of the Web site. 
1 1 
One user was continuously misled by a search box entitled 
‘A9 Web Search’. This feature allows users to search the 
entire web rather than just IMDB. The search box for IMDB 
was overlooked by the user because it is located directly 
above the A9 Web Search. This resulted in many searches 
becoming more difficult than necessary because the wrong 
search box was used. A stronger differentiation of these 
features may prevent this problem. 
0 1 
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Appendix F – Major usability issues found and incident counts 
per condition (www.open-video.org) 
The Open Video Project usability issues  Telephone 
condition 
IM 
condition 
After performing a keyword search and selecting a video 
title to read its details, many users wanted to return to the 
previous search results. Because no return to search results 
option was offered on the video details page, the browser’s 
back button was selected. After selecting the back button an 
error page appears and forces the user to refresh the page to 
view the search results again 
2 3 
When selecting a contributor link to The Internet Archives 
from a video details page, the new Web page opens in the 
same browser as The Open Video Project. This causes 
problems when a user wants to return to The Open Video 
Project because the back button on the browser has to be 
clicked multiple times to escape The Internet Archives. 
Opening external links in a second browser could prevent 
this problem. 
1 1 
Users often unknowingly entered misspelled words into the 
keyword search (e.g., etiquete, public servive). Search 
results varied depending on the severity of the spelling 
error. A feature offering recommended spellings for 
commonly misspelled words, especially those indicated in 
the Web site’s log files, would bring users closer to their 
desired search results. 
2 0 
 
